1 See Michel 1988a, pp. 56-57. 2 See Michel 1988a, pp. 58-60. The pledge was primarily intended to preserve the room where the historical oath took place (said du Jeu de Paume). Secondly, it proposed the realisation of a painting by David, which depicted the oath and even stipulated the dimensions: 30 feet high × 20 feet wide (approx. 10×6.6m) -dimensions that would later be inverted by the painter in his drawing, so that the dominant axis of the drawing was horizontal. The painting was intended to adorn the plenary of the Assembly. The pledge was probably drafted in collaboration with the painter, a friend of the deputy. Horatii (1785) , already presented at the Salon of 1785, with great success. We can assume that the re-presentation of the latter was meant to evoke a comparison between the new and the previous work, both belonging to the genre of historic painting, which according to tradition carried enlightening standards. Thus, on my assumption, it highlighted the fact that, while the 1785 painting alluded to an incident of ancient history (in this case, the formation of the Roman Republic when the Etruscan king was overthrown), the 1791 project, in turn, faced the challenge of focusing on the present; it flouted the academic rule that only permitted themes from ancient history to enter the historic genre.3
The theme of The Tennis Court Oath is, in short, the proud union of free men, a theme typical of the philosophes such as Rousseau. The composition is structured according to a frontal axis that articulates the aesthetic pact as a direct dialogue between different political actors, and is the main vector of dialogue with the public, embodied by the spectator of the painting.
From here, David's procedure escapes both Baroque scenes and Diderot's aesthetic naturalism. Earlier, in the Oath of the Horatii, David had followed the set of anti-academic and anti-palatial views of Diderot, set out in Essays on Painting (1765). The philosopher had proposed a new pact for painting on two fronts: the relation with reality, and that with the spectator; in short, a painting close to things and to the visual participant, with a colloquial and dramatic diction.4 According to this, in the Oath of 1785 David had elaborated a form of painting that was severe yet conducive to the exaltation of civic sentimentsencouraged by a Diderotian theatrical perspective, which led the spectator, close to the characters in profile, to feel like a direct witness to the scene.
Frontality and Transparency
In the new Oath, of the Tennis Court, however, by turning the main vector of the scene, making it frontal or symmetrical to the vector of the spectator, David found a way to make a pictorial pact in a context of direct dialogue. Brought
